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Hisham Aidi is a lecturer at the School of 
International and Public Affairs of Colum-
bia University in New York. He holds a PhD 
in Political Science from the same institu-
tion and has contributed to several publi-
cations, including Black Routes to Islam 
with Manning Marable and Souls: A Criti-
cal Journal of Black Culture, Politics and 
Society. In addition to his academic 
endeavors, he has worked as a reporter 
for The New Yorker, Foreign Affairs and 
The Atlantic. His most recent book, Rebel 
Music, earned him the American Book 
Award, an award administered by the 
Before Columbus Foundation for excel-
lence in American literature without 
restriction regarding race, gender, creed, 
cultural origin or genre. He shares this 
honor with previous recipients like 
Edward Said (together with Joe Sacco), 
Isabell Allende, Cornel West and Robin D. 
G. Kelley. His research focuses on cultural 
globalization and the political economy 
of race and social movements, fields 
which are at the core of the work under 
review here. 
The book Rebel Music: Race, Empire, and 
the New Muslim Youth Culture takes the 
reader across the twentieth and early 
twenty-first century in tracing the connec-
tions between music, race, and the reli-
gion of Islam from the jazz clubs and 
street corners in the urban centers of the 
US to Brazil, Europe and the Middle East, 
from the banlieues of France to down-
town Antwerp, the tea houses in Rabat 
and the embattled squares of Egypt and 
Tunisia in 2011. In doing so Aidi manages 
to unravel a kaleidoscope of musical 
practices and cultural appropriation and 
re-appropriation that connects the strug-
gle of the black population of the USA 
with the socioeconomic and historical 
conditions of Muslim immigrants in 
Europe and the legacy of colonialism in 
South America and North Africa. One 
learns that as early as the First World War, 
the racially segregated black US regi-
ments stationed in France were engaged 
in processes of cultural exchange involv-
ing music that proved to have far-reach-
ing consequences, being the foundation 
of the popularity of jazz and the subse-
quent emanation of a plethora of other 
musical styles in Europe. Additionally, the 
experiences of the black soldiers in 
France, being fundamentally different in 
respect to the policies and public opinion 
regarding the issue of race, were signifi-
cant for the discourses on race in the 
United States after their return. Besides 
this and other intriguing and surprising 
historical anecdotes (like the historical 
relationship between the spread of the 
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the main objective of Aidi’s book is to 
trace the relationship between cultural 
practices and Islam in its different and 
contradicting realizations as well as the 
political relevance and the politicization 
of this relationship and its history. As he 
states in the prologue, he aims to describe 
how different Muslim social movements 
challenge the “physical borders, ethno-
spatial boundaries, [and] discursive fron-
tiers” between the religion of Islam and 
the “American imperium” (xv). As a pre-
condition for the relevance of these 
issues, he observes that the globalization 
of Islam in the considered time span hap-
pened concomitantly to the global 
spread of American culture, responsible 
for the myriad interrelationships he 
describes in his book.
Beginning his journey through time and 
space in a rather unexpected locale, Aidi 
traces the influences of Islamic belief and 
aesthetics in Brazil back to Muslim slaves 
brought to South America after its coloni-
zation, who represented about seven to 
nine percent of all slaves (26). This rather 
unattended circumstance regained prom-
inence through the import of Africa-cen-
trist and Islam-inspired hip hop during the 
1990s and gained additional thrust after 
the emergence of the Islamophobic dis-
courses developing in Western states after 
the attacks of 9/11. With the left turn in pol-
itics in South America, the South-South 
discourse of the 1960s was revived and 
manifested itself not only through political 
and strategic means, but increasingly 
through the incorporation of aesthetic and 
cultural features. In some cities of Brazil 
today, notes the author, the central 
national festivity, the carnival, employs 
signs, symbols, rituals and chants reminis-
cent of the Islamic history of the country as 
well as underwriting the solidarity between 
states of the Southern hemisphere with a 
history of exploitation by the North so 
prominent in the 1960s. Additionally, many 
instruments used in Brazil are derived 
forms of originally Arab instruments 
brought to the continent centuries earlier. 
The irony inherent in the fact that a form of 
popular culture perceived as originally 
American—hip hop—forms a decisive part 
of this celebration of Islamic culture in Bra-
zil is not lost on the author. This historical 
irony is expounded time and again in the 
following chapters relating to different 
aspects of the book and reminds the 
reader constantly of the lack of clear par-
tisanship of history and culture.
One example for this is the initially predic-
tive narration of the prominence of the 
Nation of Islam and its most prominent 
speaker, Malcolm X, as one point of amal-
gamation of the struggle of the black 
population in the United States with the 
struggle for independence and equal 
rights of postcolonial states and societies 
in Africa and the Middle East, a relation-
ship repeatedly invoked by artists, musi-
cians and activists. While this remains a 
defining feature of the global spread and 
prevalence of hip hop culture to this day, 
it also became a part of the official cultural 
diplomacy of the US government to 
improve the image of the United States, 
especially in Muslim-majority countries. 
Hip hop, according to Aidi, became the 
music of choice for “perception manage-
ment” and “strategic communication” 
(225) in Africa and the Middle East and 
came to be seen as a “natural connector 
to the Muslim world” (226). Not only the 
relationship between Islam and hip hop is 
stressed; the figure of Malcolm X, deemed 
an extremist in his lifetime, is also invoked 
in this endeavor to highlight and exploit 
the historical relationship between Islam 
and the United States. The congruence of 
the efforts of cultural diplomats using hip 
hop and the history of the black Islamic 
experience in the US with the global 
spread of hip hop and rap decidedly crit-
ical about the foreign policy of the US in 
the region on the one hand, and the phe-
nomenon of rapper-turned-Salafis, either 
as entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia or as 
fighters for the so called “Islamic State”, on 
the other, strikes the reader as almost gro-
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tesque and reminds one of the hybrid 
character and fluidity of cultural practices. 
It is not that one could perceive certain 
practices, personalities or images as 
being endowed with unalterable quali-
ties—quite the contrary. Cultural practices 
and music remain highly ambiguous and 
can be used for varying and even oppos-
ing ends, always depending on different 
perspectives, narratives and identities. In 
this respect, Rebel Music is much more 
cautious than another book on the rela-
tionship between the black population of 
the US, hip hop and the “Muslim third 
world”: Black Star, Crescent Moon: The 
Muslim International and Black Freedom 
beyond America by Sohail Daulatzai, 
Associate Professor for Film and Media 
Studies at the University of California, 
Irvine. While Daulatzai is specifically con-
cerned with the heterodox forms of 
Islamic belief in the black community in 
the United States and its decisive role in 
the genesis and history of hip hop culture, 
delving into his topic in detail, Aidi’s treat-
ment of the issue embeds this history in a 
broader spectrum encompassing a much 
greater geographical scope and historical 
perspective. Although Daulatzai also 
acknowledges the role of hip hop in the 
diplomatic strategy of the US State 
Department, he stays much more optimis-
tic about the effects of the close relation-
ship between hip hop and Islam than 
Aidi’s cautious observations suggest.
This ambivalent stance is felt when Aidi 
acknowledges the role rappers played in 
the uprisings and rebellions often labeled 
the “Arab Spring.” Beginning with the Tuni-
sian El General, whose song “Rais LeBled” 
(“Head of State”) became an anthem of 
the revolution, different artists in the 
region seemed to express the demands of 
the people in ways reminiscent of the 
sound and aesthetic commissioned by the 
cultural diplomacy efforts of the US State 
Department. The US embassies in the 
region had repeatedly invited rap artists 
from the States to perform for local audi-
ences. This strategy, inspired by the tours 
of jazz musicians in the Soviet Union half a 
century earlier (which had its own ironic 
feats with Dizzie Gillespie, a former mem-
ber of the Communist Party with sympa-
thies towards Islam being the first “jazz 
ambassador” (104) to the Soviet bloc), 
nonetheless missed its objective in some 
respects, because artists that are admired 
the most by hip hop enthusiasts in Middle 
Eastern societies were not excited about 
these efforts due to their critical stance 
regarding the foreign policy of the United 
States. Consequently, while Aidi quotes 
Hillary Clinton saying that hip hop can be 
a piece on the diplomatic chess board 
(221), he simultaneously warns against 
perceiving the popularity of hip hop as a 
diplomatic success. Additionally, he 
reminds us that the role of hip hop in the 
Uprisings of 2011 in Egypt, Tunisia, Syria, or 
Bahrain should not be overrated, as the 
biggest hip hop markets in the region, 
Algeria and Morocco, did not have large-
scale rebellions, and even before the 
advent of hip hop oppositional and rebel-
lious poetry and music was far from 
uncommon or in need of foreign inspira-
tion. This perspective stands in stark con-
trast to the book Rock the Casbah by jour-
nalist Robin Wright, which celebrates hip 
hop as American culture without which the 
Uprisings of 2011 probably would never 
have happened. Globally and historically, 
on the other hand, Aidi acknowledges that 
“[t]hrough hip hop, Muslim youth were 
exposed to black history, and non-Mus-
lims were exposed to Islam” (58). In this, 
hip hop can be perceived as the most 
recent actualization of a classic scheme 
which has its roots in the prevalence of 
Muslim converts among jazz musicians 
and was followed by the era of South-
South solidarity in the 1960s, which the 
book repeatedly turns to. One might then 
ask why the author perceives that “[m]usic 
has emerged as a weapon in the ongoing 
debate about national identity and mem-
ory in North Africa” (329, my emphasis) 
and is tempted to assume that, after read-
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ing his book, Aidi might as well generalize 
this statement to include a much broader 
time frame).
While treating the connections between 
US foreign policy, music and Islam in the 
section on the role and image of hip hop 
among the young Muslim population in 
European cities, Aidi identifies “the great 
game of the twenty-first century” —i.e. the 
geopolitical and ideological “tussles” (197) 
around the postcolonial states in Africa 
and the Middle East—increasingly mani-
fested in exactly this environment. While 
different institutions in European cities, 
from city halls to grassroots initiatives, rely 
on music (especially hip hop) to provide a 
“positive” means of stress management 
and identification, other former artists, like 
the German ex-rapper Deso Dogg or 
Napoleon of the Outlawz, the crew of the 
late 2Pac, rally against hip hop and music 
in general, warning enthusiasts that they 
should not confuse the relevance of rap-
pers with that of the prophet. Others argue 
that the poetry inherent in the art form of 
rap links the activity of those artists to 
great Arab poets, revered by the prophet 
himself for their eloquence and style. Real-
izing that “hip hop resonates with margin-
alized Muslim youth worldwide” (226) and 
can provide means to counter Islamist and 
Salafi ideology elevates these cultural 
practices to a state of significant social and 
political relevance for a range of actors, 
including the US administration. But again 
Aidi can convincingly argue that “the mar-
shalling of black cultural protest—whether 
hip hop or the words of Malcolm X—to 
counter Islamist militancy is […] deeply 
ironic” (224). He reminds the reader that 
during the 1960s the US was alarmed over 
possible alliances between black militants 
and “Third World nationalism” and sup-
ported Sunni movements in an effort to 
counter this danger, while “today, as vari-
ous interstate and intra-Muslim rivalries 
play out in the West, African-American 
Islam is again part of the ideological com-
petition—except today, American officials 
are deploying black history to counter 
Islamism” (224).
One of the central virtues of Aidi’s book is 
the international scope, realizing that the 
importance and relevance as well as qual-
ity of musical practices and religious iden-
tities are being negotiated in a global set-
ting. In this, Rebel Music stands out as 
exceptional. Most books treating similar 
issues, among others those already men-
tioned, observe the issues from a clear 
American perspective, implicitly accept-
ing the statement of Secretary of State Hill-
ary Clinton that “hip hop is America” (221). 
And while such an assumption would lead 
to the rather self-defeating perspective 
that the popularity of hip hop can auto-
matically be perceived as an improvement 
of the image of the US abroad, Aidi is far 
too aware of the multidimensional and 
contradictory role of music and culture in 
politics and identity to support such a sim-
plifying impression.
Aidi’s claim to be concerned with a “new 
Muslim Youth Culture” on the other hand 
seems conceptually incoherent. Narrating 
the rise of Gnawa music beginning in the 
1970s and exemplifying with it the “com-
plex—often mimetic—relations between 
America and the Islamic world” (123), Aidi 
does not stress the fact that the respective 
musicians and many of their listeners are 
not part of some “youth” anymore, a fact 
that has to be extended to hip hop-enthu-
siasts as well. The book does not propose 
any coherent definition of the category of 
youth nor does it circumscribe its treat-
ment of the subjects belonging to a 
somehow specified spectrum of age. This 
becomes especially problematic when he 
describes “hip hop [as] the lingua franca 
of the youth” (xxi), whereas fans as well as 
artists in their forties are no exception, 
neither in the US nor internationally. Also, 
it is inconceivable to claim that music has 
been used by “youth to protest, proclaim 
identity, build community, and interpret 
the world” (xxvi) while this obviously is not 
limited to age or social environment and 
is a common and recurrent theme in all 
review 101
Middle East – Topics & Arguments #06–2016
spheres of societies across time and 
space. This—along with some minor issues 
like the claim that the rise of Salafism in 
the US was linked to the decline of the 
Nation of Islam, an observation that lacks 
the necessary references or argumenta-
tion, or the description of the Muslim-
punk movement Taqwacore without men-
tioning the author and scholar Michael 
Muhammad Knight, who effectively 
founded the movement through his novel 
of the same title—is not sufficient to dis-
credit the overall achievement of Aidi with 
this book. It presents extraordinary 
insights and surprising connections and 
proposes a perspective on the issues it 
treats that is based on a deep understand-
ing of their complexity. Rebel Music is a 
significant contribution to a number of 
fields and discourses, displaying in a con-
cise way the possibility of uniting histori-
cal, conceptual, and artistic analysis with-
out surrendering to a simplified and 
homogenous definition of key terms.
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